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The Center

The mission of the Center for Research on Effective Schooling for Disadvantaged Students
(CDS) is to significantly improve the education of disadvantaged students at each level of
schooling thnxigh new knowledge and practices produced by thorough scientific study and
evaluation. The Center conducts its research in four program areas: The Early and Elementary
Education Frogam, The Middle Graks and High Schools Program, the Language Minority
Program, and the School, Family, and Community Connections Program.

The Early and Elementary Education Program

This prArim is working to develop, evaluate, and disseminate instructional programs capable
of bringing chsadvantagal students to high levels of achievement, particularly in the fundamental
areas of readin4, writing, and mathematics. The goal is to expand the range of effective
alternatives which schools may use under Chapter 1 and other compensatory education funding
and to study issues of direct relevance to federal, state, and local policy on education of
disadvantaged students.

The Middle Grades and High Schools Program

This program is conducting research syntheses, survey analyses, and filed studies in middle
and high schools. The three types of projects move from basic research to useful practice.
Syntleses compile and analyn existing knowledge about effective educaticm of disadvantaged
students. Survey analyses identify and describe current pmgrams, practices, and trends in middle
and high schools, and allow studies of their effects. Field studies me conducted in collaboration
with school staffs to develop and evaluated effective programs and practices.

The Language Minority Program

This program represents a collaborative effort The University of California at Santa Barbara
is focusing on the amation of Mexican-American students in California and Texas; studies of
dropout among children of immigrants are being conducted at Johns Hopkins, and evaluations of
learning stratehries in schools serving Navajo, Om..1kee, and Lumdee Indians are being conducted
by the University of Northern Arizona. The goal of the program is to identify, develop, and
evaluate effective programs for disadvantaged Hispanic, American Indian, Southeast Asian, and
other language minority children.

The School, FrImily, and Community Connections Program

This program is focusing on the key connections between schools and families and between
schools and comm.mities to build better educational programs for disativantaged children and
youth. Initial work is seeking to provide a iesearch Nse concerning the most effective ways fox
schools to interact with and assist parents of disadvantaged students and interact with the
community to produce effective community involvement.



Abstract

This report examines the limitations and inadequacies of research that has been conducted

on the effects of retention and social promotion, and re-examines dw research gudks that provide

strong evidence based on strong methodology that includes three characteristics: (1) the studies

identify the basis of comparison, that is, wiwther they are comparing the achievement of retained

vs. promoted stucknts at the same age or at the same grade level; (2) the studies identify the

specific kind of educational program that students receive after either retention or promotion; and

(3) the studies examine the long-temi effects of retention and promotion. The report concludes that

neither retention nor social promotion are satisfactory responses to the need to provide appropriate

instmction for low performing students.
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Introduction
Perhaps no decisicm about a child's educaticm is
fraught with as much emotion and confusion as
the ftigcm to promee a low achieving child to
the next grade or to retain that child in the same
grade. Covent resench is vividly pointing out the
negative consequences of grade retention
(S gel Smith, 1989). Despite the research

to negative effects and the costs
to of grub mention, the practice contin-
ues. In fact, retentian in smne areas (specifically

a
gi have dramatically in-

duringiralliMs. In many urban dis-
tricts, the cumulative effect et grade retention is
such that 1 in 2 =dents will repeat a grade by the
third grade.

Histmically, grade retention has been associated
with lata lack of success in school and with
eventual droning out of school (Gibson and

Shepard. 1989). Disadvantaged students, males
awl minorities are more likely to be retained in
gra*. Gra& repetition is a mejor, commonly
occutring evem m the educational hisgries of less
successful students.

This teport movides a brief overview of issues
involved in retentiontsecial pros igion
deg:ales dm Mukluk:ins inr - °Ire-
search on the issues, and re-examines the re-
search studies which provide the best evidence
about the effects cd" grade retention on gudents.
A final section discusses how the research on
grade retention is linked ea pasal efforts at
school refonn and attempts to cope with stuckent
divetsity in the classroom.

Overview of Issues in Grade Retention and Social Promotion
The need to make decisions about reomoticm and
retentim arose with the introducticm of age.
graded sclumling in America in the 1840s. With
the introductitm of graded classes, the question of
standards for promotion from grade to grade be-
came an issue.

Throughout the years, toughening or loosening
the standards has teligted the political and reform
climate of tnit particular era. In timts when
scnoolts are under pressure to improve perfcw-
mance - for whatever reason - there is an in-
evitable emptasis on &team& and on the need to
tighten requirements fee I t'1111 on frau grade to
grade. When schools I credibility in the eyes
of the public, tightening standards is one very
public way by which schools can appear to be re-
sponsive.

Shepard and Smith (1989) find that the emphasis
on social vomotice cw on retention has varied
markedly alCrOSS the history of public schooling in
the United States. In the 1800s rates of gra&
repetition were extremely high, affecting as many
as 70 percent of all students in any ow year.
There is historically, as well as currently, little
systematic evidence on rates of retention, only il-
lustative examples. For instance, in Iowa in the
early 1900s, about 50 percent of the students
were retained each year. This figuie declined to
about 25 percent in the 1930s and eventually to
around 10 percent ilk the 1960s. Also, retention

rates varied widel) across the United States at any
given time. A 1909 study by Ayres ireficated that
we Massachusetts school district retained 7.5%
while a Tennessee school district retained 75.8%
of its students each year.

In the 1930s educators recognized that grade
repetition might endanger students' social and
enwitional development, which gave rise to the
practice of social tromoticm. As a result of this
policy, students were passed on to the next grade
even if they were not realy fcw the work. Thus
the proportion of overage students at each grade
level declined from 1918 until 1952. However,
providing homogenemn groups for instruction
which was accomplished by retention -- was
simply met by other avenues. Grouping and
tracking practices rose accordingly, and dropout
rates increased.

The current educational reform movement has
seen an increased focus on standards and corre-
sponding increased rates of grade repetition. The
Nalion as Risk (1983) report. which captured the
spirit of the reform movement, specifically called
for increasing attention to standards and ad-
vancement to the next grade on the basis of aca-
demic progress and not on age. Nineteen states
have since established specific standards foe
grade promotion and graduation requirements.
That such standards lead to greater rates of reten-
tion is exemplified by tl.e experience of the



Atlanta public schools. In 1981, after instituting
minimum conpetency requirements, the retention
rate was four times the rate in 1980.

The current cunudative rates ef grade repetition
iire in many instanoes as high LS they were befog
social promotion became popular Shepard and
Smith, 1989, Table 3). Many states now have
annual rates of grade repetition of about seven
percent If most students are not tetained in more
than one gratk, this rate ci seven percent in one

ar year generates cumulative rates of at
which is similar to the rates prior

to the - of social womotion.

The Basis for Retention as a Policy

Two themes soave as the basis for retention as
educational policy. The first damn is nmst often
encountered in decisions regarding retention or
extra-year placements in kindergarten and first
grade. The basis kw reunifies' at this grade level
is typically student immaturiw. Students given
the "gift of time" - repeating the same grade -
have an unity to mature. Such authors as
Gesell (1 2) and Ames (1966. 1980) advocate
testing to determine a child's developmental level
and pannat of the child in school on the basis
of his or her developmental, not chronological,
age.

This viewpoint has been particularly influential in
pre-kindergarten awl kiolergarten years, where
students are retained because of "immaturity" or
simply not being behaviccally mady for seWol.
This philosophical Reproach specifically denies
that intervention to *cove student maturation or
other deficits is possible or desirable. These
programs follow a maturational philosophy in
which readiness for schoolwork is a quality
which unfolds on its own timetable, not to be
rushed or pushed.

Research and
Although literally hundreds of reports, reviews,
dissertations and essays have examismid the bene-
fits and chawbacks of repetiticm, they Iwo-
vide limited evidence t whetha grade repeti-
tion will actually lolp or harm a stuckm. Four is-
sues limit the utility of most of the research. The
first limitatior, is the design of the research
(Jackson, 1913). The second limitation is that
studies fail to idattify the basis of comparison or
they improperly combine and aggregate results
that use different bases of comparison.
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The second theme ib that low achievement is
caused by a lack of exposure to the material being
taught and thus can be remediated by recycling
the student thrmigh the material. In this theme,
student "failure" is not deemed a failure of the ed-
ucation' system, but ci the student. The student
needs =we time to mature or additicmal time to go
through the material. Rarely is it asstimed that the
approach or content is . ate for the
learner; rather, it is assumed t the learner is in-
ageopriate for dm mantial being preened.

A policy of reeycling a swing through the mate-
rial also MUMS that learning is a linear
and that mastery of cmitent at one level
upon mastery at a Revious level. It assuums that
what is to be learned must be broken down into
sequential steps and that mastery of the whole is
(lily achievable by mastery of the pans.

Failure is also often seen as a positive experience
for children because it motivates them to succeed.
Fear of failure is often offered as a ream to have
grade repetition as a policy.

Who is Retained?

The numerous studies of grade retentirm provi*
a consistent profile -- the retained student iS MOM
likely to be male, to be younger than his class-
mates, to crew from a Iower socio-economic
family background, to be blick m. Hispanic, to be
a behavior problem, and to be immature. Also.
students are more likely to he nstained in the
South than in any other region. Students are
more likely to be retained at specific transitional
points, such as kinderganen or first snide (school
entry) or Brack six (exit from elementary and en-
uy into middle school), or grade nine (high
school entrance).

Its Limitations

The third limitation is that the studies fail to iden-
tify the educational practice(s) called "retention"
or they hlapprorgiately combine studies which
use very different practices. For example, meta-
analyses often combine the effects of studies of
programs which simply recycle students with
studies of programs which provide specialized
:medial assistance.

The fourth limitation is that many studies fail to
examine the longitudinal effects of retention.
whicn could help detennine why early grade rep
tention is such a powerful indicator of later school



failure. Also, a good deal of research focusing
on educaticmal practices in the early years has
documented the fade out phenomenal -- that is,
initial effectiveness followed by gradual loss of
effects. Retention seems to exhibit this phe-
nomenon, but this needs to be clarified through
lanitudinal studies.
The design limitations discussed by Jackson
(1975) am typically acknowledged in thx=sions
of grade retentkm, but the difficulties imposed by
failure to identify dm basis of comparison, to de-
scribe the educational practice under study, and to
look for longitudinal effects are not readily dis-
cussed in the current literature.

Research Design

Jackson's (1975) review ot grade repetition cute-
greized studies by their methodology and pointed
out the influence of design on the results of the
studies. Jackson reviewed 44 studies conducted
Iran 1911 through 1973. He classified the avail-
able studies into three study designs;

Design Type I: Studies which compared the re-
tained students with promoted students. This
type of design is biased in favor of promoted
children. Those students who are promoted are
not likely to have the same academic and social
problems as those who are being retained or else
they would not be promoted. The existence of
pre-existing differences in the two populations
prior to the event of retention which are not con-
trolled for in the analyses invalidates the results of
Type I design.

Design Type II: Studies which compared retained
students before and after retention. This type of
design is biased in favor of the retained students
This design does not compare retained and pro-
moted students, but shows only the effects of

two years learning material which was
to be leamed in one year. It is reason-

able to expect that students will make more
progress the second time around, so this type of
study is biased in favor of finding effects for re-
tention. These studies do not control for other
factors which positively affect growth.

Design Type III: Studies which randomly as-
signed equivalent students to promotion or reten-
tion. These studies provide the best evidence for
effectiveness. Jackson found only three in this
category (Cook, 1941; Farley, 1936; Kiene and
Branson, 1929) and the most recent was pub-
lished in 1941. Cook (1941) looked at the results
of retention in a year-long study of students in
grades 1-7 and found no significant differences.

Farley (1936) examined the effects of retention in
a semester-long study and found that the pro-
moted students outperformed the retained stu-
dents. Finally, Kiene and Branson (1929), in
their study of retention and promotion of seamd
thraigh sixth gratkrs, found that the pulsated
students fared better than the retained students,
but did not mport levels of significance or
data to allow computation of levels of signi
once.

Thus, these three key studies produced only we
significant effect and that favored the promoted
group over the retained. Jackson interpreted
these results to mem that no valid research results
showed the positive effect of retention. Mich the
same ccmclusion has been reached by mom recent
research syntheses (Holmes, 1986; Holmes sixl
Matthews, 1984) which have inclutkd studies
published since Jacksafs review. Even mwe re-
cent studies, however (such as Shepard and
Smith, 1989), not only (=dude that grade repe-
tition has not shown a benefit, but that it is
harmful.

Basis of Comparison

The current meta-analyses of grade repetition
have combined studies that focus an different
bases of comparison. Students who are retained
in grade, by virtue of their retention, wig spend
more time to attain the same grade in school as
their same agemates. The question is whetber the
progress of students should be com after
they have spent the same time in . (same
time, but different grades) or after they are in the
same grade (same grade, but different time).
Although recent meta-analyses (Holmes, 1989;
Shepard and Smith, 1989) present results sepa-
rately for same age and same grade comparisas,
they ultimately combine the results across com-
parisons and treat the differences in effects as a
methodological, not substantive, issue.

Educational Practice

The appoximately 800 studies of grade repetition
essentially examine the same questions again and
again, albeit in different decades, different dis-
tricts, and for different grades: Does grade repe-
tition hurt or haim studwits? Ale students
better off with social promotion or retention? But
embedded in these studies are very different edu-
cational practices that are all being called
"retention?' Transition MOM placement, devel-
opmental kindergartens, partial grade retention,
complete grade repetition, and alternative pro-
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grams are just some of the treatments reviewed
collectively as grade repetition.

At least four types of educational practice have
been grouped together under tim heading grade
tepoition:

- recycling: repeating the grade, but receiving
no additional resources or special program

a aliffnalve alter frihere: reputing the grade,
but receiving additional help and special programs

alsernathe pre failure: being placed in an ad-
ditional-year pogram prior to actual failure

- partial promaion: being failed or promoted
in certain subjects only

Most studkit of the effect of grade repetition have
'mixed the types of programs under one generic
name and not locked for cEstinct effects by type

Best Evidence on the
The intention of this paper is not to review again
every raudy dcee on grade repoitice to arrive at a
new estimate for the effect for grade retention.
Instead, the intentkei, is to reexamirm those stud-
ies which povkle the best evidence of the effects
of reteution keeping in mind the limitations dis-
cussed by Jackson (1975) and the additional dif-
traumas just discussed the need to identify the
basis of comparison and the educational practice
being examined and dm wed to look for short
term and keg tenn effects.

The consensus of several extensive reviews of
grade retention (Jackson, 1975; Holmes,
1986,1989; Holmes and Matthews. 1984) is that
there is no a 44: 4've effect fee grade retention on
academic 44, or on student personal ad-
justment. Holmes (1989) summarizes the posi-
tion atxly in a recent meta-analysis: "The weight
of empirical evidence argues against grade reten-
tion." As Holmes and Matthews concluded in
1984, "Those who conthme to retain pupils at
grade level do so despite cumulative research evi-
dence showing that de potential for !native ef-
few amsistently outweighs positive outcomec."

S rd and Smith take a more Evident view, as-
that "retentions do nothing to promote the

achievement of Ow affected indivnivals or the av-
erage of the group as a whole and because the
disadvantaged aW minority children are most apt
to be affected, retention should best be thought of
as educational waste and a denial of life chances

4

of retention employed. Often it is not possible to
tell what happened in the year of retention. Given
the lack of clarity of the "treatment," it is suspect
to make conclusions about effectiveness or inef-
fectiveness. If u2 study ever found a positive
effect, we might cimelude that all things 1
under the Wading "retentior wets ineffec ve.
But some studies cki find positive effects, so we
wed to examiae tb: variauon in f' to see if
there are maces in common across posi-
tive studies.

Longitudinal Comparisons

Studies also need to outsider Iceig-term effects of
retention. Many educatiotal practices, such as

on in certain preschool programs, have
to have an effect in the fun ra fol-

lowing the treatment that eventually lents out or
washes out comegetely. The long-term effects ci
retention need to be looked for as well as more
immediate effects.

Effects of Retention
to those NO* most need the benefits of educatkm.
Retention has high cost and virtually no value,
save the public relations advantages for the
schools." (p.235).

Despite the =elusions of these and other re-
searchers, districts continue to retain children in
grade. Although retention in lode ckies becefit
districts by raising average grade level test saxes
(Walker and Levine, 1988 ), districts Fob!ibly
continue to retain because teacluvs and
and parents believe it is in the best interest Dm
halividual child. Shepard aixl Smith (1989) sug-
gest that districts continue to retain because they
are unable to carry out experiments to 4re a
particular child's progress when teuiW with
what it wceld be had he been promoted. That is,
school districts do not have a valid besis for con-
parison.

What is the Basis for Comparison?

School districts are not the only parties potentially
confused about the basis of 'son. Most
research pcorly identifies who on what basis
the comparison is being made. Are they compa-
rable childrera Are the comparisons made after
equal time in s:hool and unequal grade? Or, are
the comparisom made after une9ual time in
school and equal grade? Are compansons made at
one time point or multiple ones? Are affective as
well as achievemelt measures compared?

Ill
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The meta-analysis conducted by Holmes (1989)
provicks some useful data to address the °culver-
t= basis issue. He presents average effect sizes
for studies which compared the retainees and
non-retairoes after equal time in school (same
age, different grade) and after equal grade in
school (sem grade, different ages). The first
comparison indicates what happened to the
achievement after retainees have spent another
year in school, compared to their same age peers
who are now in a different Fade. The second
conparison indicates how the retained children
performed when they reached the same grade.
although they are now a year older.

Holmes determines that the first comparison
(same year) favors the promoted group. The
average effect size is -.45, indicating that the
retained 4 p is nearly a half a standard
deviation their same age peers (who are
also a grade ahead of them). This finding is
consistent with Jackson's predictions about the
marmer in which methodology affects outcones.
Although the control groups were matched on a
number of factors, the two groups no doubt
continue to be different on a number of factors
affecting the decision to be 'emoted or retained.
No matter how many factors students are matched
on, there am always unmeasured factors at work
which may favor the promoted group. The
negative findinga for retention in the same year
comparison include sone unknown amount that
is due to unmeasured initial differences.

When one looks at the same grade comparison, a
different pattern is presented. The retained stu-
dents are higher in the rust year (average effect
size el +.25), but the effects diminish over time
until by the third year, they are no longer discer-
nible. There is an initial boost followed by a fade
away phenonenon.

The year and pude omparisons are both inter-
preted by Holmes to indicate that retention is rat
an effective policy. The same year comparisons
clearly are negative and the same age compar-
isons, while positive, fade away in time. Hokms
combiress these effect sizes into a global estimate
of the effect of mention

But, does it make sense to combine oldies which
measure same grade and same year comparisons?
What educational significance should be afforded
the same grade vs. same year comparisons? In
part, the answer to that question depends upon
the goal one sets for retention. Are students ex-
pected to be remediated by the retained year and
be up to the same level as their agemates? Or, are
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students expected to need additional time and at
some point to be at the same level as their class-
mates? This question of intention is of course
central in the evaluation of retention as a policy.
It is also possible that there are different answers
in different districts and at different levels of
schooling. We look now at selected studies which
can be used to address some of thoe issues.

Six studies among the twelve identified by
Holmes (1989) provide the base d research evi-
dence to be moldered here. These studies allow
identification of the basis of comparison as well
as the treatment aml focus on lcmguudinal effects.

INSERT TABLE 1

Table 1 provides the effect sizes for the various
gradrisubjectitomparison basis combination.

Petersom, DeGracie and Ayabe (1987) teport on a
longitudinal study of the effect of grade retention
in the Mesa Public Schools. The achievement
effects of retention were compared for students
matched on sex, age and previous CAT score.
Achievement for four years in the areas of read-
ing, language and math were compareAt The
program combined retention with remedici insis-
tence.

They carried out comparisons with same year and
same grade peers separately for students by
grade. The first comparison la* at students in
the same year, but who are in r different pack.
The basis of comparison is idemified in the table
as year. Because this was a longitudinal study,
the students are being compared at distinct time
points as well, here identified as Tl. T2, T3, T4
and T5. The study followed the students for
three years, so effect sizes fox differences be-
tween the retained and promoted groups are pre-
sented for Ti. T2 and T3. This says that the ef-
fect size favoring retentkm using same year com-
parison for grade 1 stuoknis cm the CAT reading
was 1.06. The average effect size for the nine
comparisons for grade 1 across the different sub-
tests on the CAT was +.42. When the students
were compared on these same subtests at the
same grade in school (see the fourth block of re-
sults), the average effect size across the three sub-
tests was +.70.

The same grade grade comparisons result in
larger effect sizes than the same year compar-
isons. But both are positive results, indicating a
positive effect for retention. There is the typical

1 1



diminuition of effects in time. The program was a
retention + individual plan program, which sug-
pests that the positive effect in the year conpar-
;sons could be the result of mire appropriate in-
struction. Whether looking at grade or age com-
pariscms, the effects of retention were substantial
awl positive. However, both low-perfccming

oed and retained students were still per-
onning below district level.

4.T

The importance ci .;tutbnal studies in examin-
ing the effects ci retention is underscored
by Batmen (1988), who followed 243 matched
retained or stietnts in a five year study
(see entry Table 1). Tim basis of this
comparison was Mum students were in the same
grade. For the first three years, the results favor
the retahnd pulp over the taanoted group. The
effect size across wading and math for the same
grade comparison for the first three years is .35.
It is important that fty extended the study past
this time, however, as gm positive effects even-
tually fade and in fact become negative. The av-

effect size across all five years is .15. The
students received additional remedial services in
this pogram.

Dobbs and Neville (1967) matched 30 students
who were retained in the first grade on sex, race,
SES and reading achievement with students who
were pmnoted. They compared the achievement
in reading and msth on the Metropolitan
Readiness test at the same year and orme the stu-
dents were in da, same grade. The average effect
size for the same year comparison was -.75, indi-
cating that the promoted group, which was in the
next grade, had higher achievement scores. The
same grade comparisons, canled out over two
time points, show an average effect size of 1.36
favoring the retained students. However, this ef-
fect size is inflated by the small number of cases
and by the short duration of tin study. TLe edu-
cational practice employed was reexposure to the
sow material.

Coffield (1954) compared the achievement of
current seventh graders who had failed at some
point during grades 3-7 with the achievement of
students matched on the ITBS in the year prior to
the retentim He compared Ow achievement of
the two groups in the year of the retention (same
year companscm) and when the students were in
the same grade (same grade comparison). In the
report, analyses were conducted by the year in
which failure occurred. There was not a signifi-
cant difference across year failed so we averaged
the effect sizes to come up with a -.77 overall ef-
fect size for the same year comparison and a -.17
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effect size for the same grade comparison. This
suggests that coce the students were in the same
grade, there was no difference (an En -.17 being
classified as not significant).

Oldham (1982) retrospectively matched current
1 lth graders who were roaimd in primary grades
on IQ, gender, and envy age with a group that
had been ;summed and con t their Achim-
ment in reading and math at Id, 6th and 10th
wes. 'this is a same grade comparisca He
foaxl that the retained students wae sipificartly
higher in mathematics achievement and while
higher in reading scores, were not signifkantly
different. The effect sizes were .24, .11 awl .11
for reading and .37. .37 and .40 for math at
grades 3, 6 and 10 respectively. The average
effect size was .28.

Vollrath (1983) compared a sample of those re-
tained in K-3 with a matched sample of students
who were recommended for retention but who
were promoted instead. He matched co IQ arvi a
cognitive abilities test. He compared their
achievement at grades 3 and 6 (same grade com-
parisco) and found that the retained group was
significantly higher than the 1.4 group. on
the composite score of the S. the effect sizes
were .75 and 1.00 at graft 3 and 6 respectively.

Wright (1979) matched 50 ma:tents who had been
retained in the first grade with nonretained stu-
dents on sex, IQ, parent's education and chil-
dren's achievement scores in the first grade. He
carried out a same grade comparison when the
children reached the third grade using the CTBS
reading, language and math subtests. The aver-
age effect size for these same grade comparisons
was .29. It is not possible to identify Ow treat-
ment from the available descripticm.

Collectively, these studies can be classified by
educational treatment (remedial vs recycle), by
whether the same year or se= grade was being
compared, and by the time of the ccanparison
(immediately after retention or long term). In
Table 2, we Lidicate the effect sizes for the rele-
vant cell and which study contributed to the cell.
It is hazardous to omrpneralize from this table as
the number of studies is small. But, this classifi-
cation suggests the following trends.

INSERT TABLE 2



If we had ignored the type of program and com-
pared students in the same year at On end of the
rar of retention, the average effect size would
have been about zero, leading us to concluck that
retention made no difference. However, this
conclusion masks the fact that the remedial Imo-
gram showed an average effect size of +,85 while
the two studies using recycling had an average ef-
feet size cd. -.86, so that the average appears to be
O.

Certainly the impwance of this research lies mat
in its total effects, but in the finding that different
programs have different effects. Other important
parts to this story are that the Limice of year or
grade comparisons will also influence the effect
size, as same grade canparisons, quite expect-
edly, are larger. Finally, because any positive
effects of retration are likely to diminish over
time, it is hrgatant to =niter effects over time.

Discussion
What can be concluded about grade retention
flan this reexaminaties? Is dm evidence so firm
that we can safely say that no child will ever un-
der any circumstances benefit from retention or
even that most cluldren will not benefit from re-
tention?

1. Studies which compare students when they
are in school fee equal time (unequal wade) favor
pmnoted students.

2. Studies which compare students when they
are in the same grade (unequal time' favor re-
tained students ix show no differenee.

3. Studies which present longitudinal compar-
isms show that any positive effect of retention
fades out over a two to tine year period.

4. Neither social pranotion nor retention per se
are effective at solving the prablem of providing
appropriak, iregluction for low performing stu-
dents. The rt7.;.,arch has been phrased in such a
way that a yes or no answer is called for. In fact,
the main conclusice shou34 be that both policies

are failures. In most cases, doing better than tlx
camped= group still meant a low level of per-
formance relative to the school population at
large. Retaining may not help, but simply two-
moting isn't a solutice either.

5. Promotion or retention with additional in-
struction is more effective than either policy
alcme.

6. The salient issue is not what policy to adopt
(retenticm vs. social promoticm) but how to pro-
vide appropriate instruction given student diver-
sity. But this has always been the central (Fes-
tion for school organization. Rather than am-

tinuing to argue over inappropriate questions,
future research should devote attention to
locating, developing, and evaluating effeuive
organizational responses to differences in student
abilities and competencies. The best that can be
said about grade repetitice vs social pmnxition as
polices is that neither is a victor and that the
children are the losers if we continue todebate the
issue as it has been foimulated thus far.

7
13



References

Baenen, N. R. (1988). Persweives afterfive years -- has grade retention passed or failed? Austin, TX:
Austin Indepealent klmol District.

Baenen, N. and P. Hopkins. (1988). New directions: Alternatives to retention, 1987 - 1988, Austin,TX:
Austin Inckpendent School District, Office el Research and Evaluation.

Banerji, R. (1990, AFil). A longitudinal study of a developmental kindergarten program. PAper presented
at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Boston, MA.

Bell, M. (1972). A study of the readiness room program in a small school distria in suburban Detroit,
Michigan. Unpublislmd doctixal dissertation.

Carlson, R. (1988). At-risk in kindergarten: A study of selection, retention, transition and promotior
Unpublished paper, Willamette University.

Coffield. W. H. (1954). A longitudinal study of the effects of non-promotion on educatkInal achievement
in the elementary school. Doctoral dimenaticm, State University of Iowa.

Cook, Walter. (1941). Grouping and promotion in the elementary school. Minneapolis, Mum: University
of Minnesota Press.

Dobbs, V. and D. Neville. (1967, July/August). The Journal of Educatione: Research, 474,472 - 475.

Farley, E. S. (1936, October). "Regarding Repeaters Sad Effect of Failures Upon the Child." The
Notion's Schools, 37- 39.

Grissmn, J.B. and L.A. SImpard. (1989). "Repeating and Dropping Out of School" in L.A. Shepard
Flunking grades; Research and policies in grade retention. Falmer Press, New York

Holmes, C.T. (April, 1986). A synthesis of recent research on nonpromotion: A jive year follow-up.
Paper presented at the annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Associatitm, San
Francisco, CA.

Holmes, C. T. and K. M. Mauhews. (1984, Summer). "IN Effects of Nonpromotion cm Elementary and
Junior High School Pupils: A Meta-Analysis." Rt .iew of Educational Research, 225 - 235.

Jacksem, G. B. (1975, Fall). "The Research Evidence on the Effects of Grade Retention." Review of
Educational Research, 613 - 635.

Klene, V. and E. Bransm (1929). (unknown title) Elementary School Journal 41:564-566, 19n. Cited
in Gregg Jackson. "The Research Evidence on the Effects of Grade Retention." Review of
Educational Research, 45:613-635, Fall, 1975.

Leinhardt, G. (1980). "Transition Rooms: Promoting Maturation or Reducing Education?" Journa: of
Educational Psychology 72, No. 1, 55 - 61.

Matthews, H. W. (1977). The effect of transition education, a year of readiness, and beginning reading
instruction between kindergarten and first grade. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, St. Louis
University.

Oldham, B.R. (1982). The longitudinal effects of pupil retention practices in the first three grades.
Unpublished doctoral dissertation.

1 4

8



Peterson, S. E., De Gracie, I. &. and Ayabe, C. R. (1987). "A longitudinal study of the effects of reten .
tion/promotion on academic Achievement." American Educational Research Journal, 24, 1, pp.
107-18.

Raygor, B. (1972). A five year follow-up study comparing the school achievement variables and school
adjustment of children retained in kindergarten and children placed in transition class. UnpuNished
dockwal dissertetion, University of Minnesota.

Schuyler, N. B. and B. 0. Turner. (198647). Retention or promotion: Have policies passed or failed'
Austin, TX: Austin Independent Sclvol District.

Shepard, L. A. and M. L. Sm4h. (1985). Boulder Valley kindergarten may: retention practices and reten-
tion effects. Boulder , CO: Boulder Valley Public Schools.

- - (1987, October). "Effects of Kindergarten Retention at the End of First Grade." Psychology in the
Schools, 346 - 357.

- (1588, November). "Escalating Academic Demand in Kindergarten: Counterproductive Policies." The
Elementary School Journal, 136 - 145.

Shepard, L.A. and M.L. Smith. (1989). eds. Flunking grades: Research and policies on grade retention,
The Palmer Press, New York.

Smith, M. L. and L. A. Shepard. ',i987, October). "What Doesn't Work: Explaining Policies of Retention
in the Early Grades." Delta Kappan, 129 - 134.

Turley, C. C. (1979) A study of kinderga. .fen children for whom kindergarten retention vs recom-
mesded. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of San Francisco.

Vollrath, F. K. (1983). A comparative study of achievement and classroom behaviors of retdmed and non-
reulmed kindergarten, third and sixth grade students. Doctoral dissertatice, University of Kansas.

Wright, I. B. (1979). The measured academic achievement of two groups of first grade studerus matched
along five variables when one group has been retained. Unpublished doctoral dissertation. Temple
University.

Zinski, 3. P. (1983). A study of the effects of a pre-first grade transitional class as compared with first
grade retention on reading achievemeru. Florida Educational Research and Development Council.
Eric ED, 248 459.

9 1 5



.1.1111 

xag mm111-1131' Aot 

9 I. 

(SW 
Sr+Tv3Vamed 

5T"- Er- 60 SE' 4,' 

TO 
TO ulnae WU 

0611 

wont eon 
pa du 

SOLI 

pelassoid 
Pegplual P eP*25 WIT uT 
peupplex Cin 

(8861) 
.N ,tregrave 

TT'- OX'- SO" OE' zs. 
9Z"- ST"- tt' 6Z' ES' 

rS' 99' CL'T alogiam, 

OCT ED HLVDE 
88' 95" erZ ED Staq 
9L' SS' 9S.Z ED aPp=0 ocm 

964- = (1.8"+) 
E9" 69' LE'T 
99' 9L' 96' 

ZD HIMM 
a) DMVX 

5S" TO'T 6I'T ZD eP220 un 
LO TT" TT"Z TD ULM 

-- (WO SZ" ES' ST"T 
ZT" 

U. LP' SO' 

TD aPgio 

ofigsaAv 

Sy- L L8' ED 1126VK 
(LS'+) 61' EWT Z6' ED 

9S' Lir LS' ED 21Pez eatI 

8E' OE" Ze urns ES"+ = IPS" 9. 6L' ZD ettrz LW' T9' 60'1 

OT' SE' Eir 

ZS Win orni 

to NSW (LOGI) WO 6T" 6' It' To MID pozoisozd °gift S (+) 
OE' PZ' 90"T VD 1Wla ofre Voupglag equezeop IlLt-15117"ms Et It Zen 6 'max, 

g x6oi SZ ta Es u -g& spexDpsel exnewON axolowx ulog oritgeg 
30 

acIAT.c, 
earci 
paxed000 uom, 

pemamm oqi losim go4M4 go 
ope 

gewtru uoTummaxd/uoTwolery 
I orqn, 



Author Sample

Dobbs 6
Mewille
(1967)

Grade
of

Meta

60 sostched
retained/
promotad
(30 seek)

Cottle ld
(1954)

MatCh
Factors

When compared
Xfgect Who compared Time
MMeauxe Mar/Grade Ti 12 73 74

race
ses,SSS
age, DiA.
reading
ach

Metro
Mdg Year Gl
Math

Mdg Grade GI
Math

current 7th 3-7
graders
n=147 students
failed
matched pair

Subtest ITBS
XIMS in rrss
year prior
retention

Oldham current Ilth primary
(3.982) graders Sho

ware retained
in primary
retrospectively
matched pair
not49

VollraCh
(1923)

sample of-
those retained
in X-3
compaxad with
recommended
not retained

Wright
(1979)

X-3

Year
Grade

TYPe
of

75 Program. SS

- .83 -.76 Recycle H-1.07 -.33 (-.75)

2.67 1.00 Mange (+)1.19 .58 (+1.36)

-.77 Recycling -
-.17 (0)

IQ 11MS Grade 3 6 10 +.27gender R4g .24 .11 .11 MS +.27entry
age

Math .37 .37 .40 p.05

IQ /76S Grade 3 6 +:70CAT composite .75 1.00
rdg .60 .44
lang .41 .67
math .71 .68
wocib .64 .34

C SO
suburban child-
ren; SO
retained in first
matched with 45
not retained

Sax CTRS
IQ
Parent's ed
Ach scores
in lst

Gr
Reading
Lang
Math

.53

.42

.39
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Table 2

Effect Sizes for Retention/Promotion Studies Classified by Comparison Basis, Educational
Treatment, and Immediacy of Measurement

tilIBLZENFriMMOidlini

Remedial

Recycle

Time not One Two
specified Year Years

85 a 1 .47 a

'Three
Years

Time not
specified

Ore Two Three
Year Years Years

29 a 1.72 a 66 52 a
.68 b .09 b

-.77 d c1 -.17 d
.28 e

f

1.93 c .79b .45 g

a Peterson, deGracie, Ayabe (1987)
b Baenen, N (1988)
c Dobbs and Neville (1967)
d Coffield (1954)
e Olaham (1982)
f Voelrath (1983)
g Wright (1979)
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